Complete polyethylene wear-through and secondary breakage of the expansion cup in a ceramic-polyethylene total hip.
Catastrophic polyethylene failure is an uncommon complication of ceramic-on-polyethylene total hip arthroplasty (THA) because of the favourable tribological characteristics of these implants. We present a case of a 50-year-old woman who formerly underwent bilateral ceramic-on-polyethylene THA with expansion acetabular cups and eleven years later presented with unilateral THA dislocation, secondary to catastrophic polyethylene failure and metal shell fracture. The patient came to our hospital for worsening pain in her left hip and an acute incapacity to bear weight on her left lower limb. Twelve and eleven years earlier she had undergone bilateral ceramic-on-polyethylene THA with acetabular expansion components of identical size on both sides. Radiographically, the left femoral head appeared superiorly dislocated and severe polyethylene wear was detected. The inclination angles of the left and right cups were 60° and 44°, respectively. The patient underwent left acetabular revision, and complete polyethylene wear-through with fracture of a cranial lobe of the expansion metal shell was noted at surgery. One large osteolytic lesion in the roof of the acetabulum and diffuse periarticular metallosis were also present. These findings required the use of a Burch–Schneider reinforcement cage. Two years later the patient is functioning well and has full autonomy in her activities of daily living. The correct inclination of the acetabular component is necessary to prevent accelerated polyethylene wear in THA, even though favourable articular bearing surfaces have been used (e.g., ceramic-on-polyethylene coupling). Should the cup appear well fixed and fairly oriented on follow-up radiographies, the early detection of severe polyethylene wear may permit a revision of only the femoral head and acetabular liner.